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Abstract
Non-response to telephone surveys threatens the accuracy of the collected data and leads to
increased research costs. This study examines ways in which Australian telephone research
providers are combating non-response by managing the issue of respondent co-operation,
including the management of the interviewers and of the survey process. The research found
that many of these response-rate boosting practices proposed in the literature are not
available to Australian telephone researchers, mainly for cost and regulatory reasons.
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Introduction
Non-response in telephone surveys occurs when respondents cannot be contacted or refuse to
participate. Non-response is undesirable because it leads to higher research costs and threatens
sample representativeness when respondents and non-respondents differ from each other on
the variables of interest (Bednall, 2002; Brown, 1994). There is evidence that a lack of
respondent co-operation is rife in Australian commercial telephone research (Bednall and
Shaw, 2003), an area that generates a quarter of all industry income (ABS, 2003). Given that
this should be of major concern to the industry, this exploratory study aimed to find out how
Australian research providers are managing the issue of respondent co-operation with
telephone surveys. Survey companies can influence co-operation in two main ways – by
managing interviewers (selection, training, incentives and use of compliance appeals) and by
controlling the survey design (length, introduction and incentives). The study focused on
these two aspects of survey management.
Interviewer management begins with selection. Interviewers with higher pitched, louder and
more inflected voices, who speak at a faster rate, have a clearer and more distinct
pronunciation and superior speaking skills were found to be less likely to encounter refusals
(Oksenberg et al, 1986) and hence should be desirable recruits. Bednall and Hall (2004)
partially replicated these findings showing that sounding cheerful also had a positive effect.
They showed that response rates improved with interviewer experience. Interviewers should
also be provided with thorough training and feedback, kept highly motivated and rewarded
(Bennett and Steele, 2000; Singer et al, 1983; CMOR, 2000).  Thus selection, training and
interviewer retention should be important in managing cooperation.
It has also been suggested that interviewers should be allowed to tailor their survey
introduction based on their perception of the respondent and the situation (Morton-Williams,
1993). Others have proposed using compliance principles to boost survey participation
(Groves et al, 1992). For instance, offering pre-paid incentives, prenotification letters or
survey length concessions (Singer et al, 2000; Mowen and Cialdini 1980) may invoke the
norm of Reciprocation, which should obligate respondents to reciprocate with survey
participation. Similarly, appeals to the individual’s need for behavioural Consistency can be
made, by requesting a survey so short that respondents should comply and consequently
perceive themselves as “survey participants”, making them more willing to yield to the
subsequent request for a longer questionnaire – the target behaviour (Reingen and Kernan,
1977). The principle of Commitment (Hornik et al, 1990) exploits the fact that once
individuals commit to a decision they will maintain a positive attitude towards it even after
some favourable aspects have been removed. Thus respondents could be asked to complete a
very short questionnaire. Those who consent to this are then told that more questions have just
been added to the survey. Other principles that can be utilised include Social Validation –
telling respondents that similar others have participated in the survey, which should make
them more willing to comply; Authority – when appropriate stressing the authority of the
sponsor to collect information, given that requests from authority are more readily obeyed,
and Scarcity – highlighting the rareness of survey participation, to make it seem more
valuable (Cialdini, 2001). Instructing interviewers to be likeable to respondents utilises the
principle of Liking (Groves et al, 1992), making it and more difficult for respondents to
refuse. Highlighting the survey’s social relevance, the Prosocialness appeal has also led to
higher co-operation (Dillard and Hale, 1992). Finally, the Helping norm, which motivates
individuals to help others in need; may also be invoked with words such as “it would really
help us out” (Mowen and Cialdini, 1980).
In terms of survey management, offering incentives as a condition of participation can also
improve co-operation; however research indicates that pre-paid incentives are more effective
(Singer et al, 2000). The wording of survey introductions can affect participation, with the
disclosure of the client and subject matter likely to have a positive effect (Wiseman and
McDonald, 1979). Saying that a call is market research not telemarketing could be assumed to
have a positive effect. However, CMOR (2000) tested this directly and was unable to find
evidence for it. Finally, longer surveys deter respondents (Dijkstra and Smit, 2002) and it
follows that to increase co-operation, surveys should be kept short.
Method
This study focused on the field managers of telephone surveys in market research firms, as
they have the responsibility for managing interviewers and implementing the survey design.
The research was conducted in two stages. The first involved eight in-depth interviews with
informants from companies possessing extensive experience in telephone surveying in
Australia. Six of the interviews were taped and later transcribed. Respondents were asked
about the cooperation management practices they used, including the compliance boosting
practices suggested in the literature. This stage was used to generate the items included in the
survey reported in this paper.
The second stage involved an attempted census of Australian market research companies that
conducted telephone survey fieldwork. The target list was constructed using a record of all
market research companies accredited by the industry quality scheme (IQCA, 2003) for
telephone interviewing, the MRSA Directory and Yearbook (2003) and the Electronic Yellow
Pages. In total, 347 questionnaires were distributed, addressed to the company’s “Fieldwork
Manager”. Some 54 completed questionnaires were received along with 76 responses from
companies reporting that they were ineligible. Although the apparent response rate was low,
the companies that participated in this study carried out from 499 to 500,000 to interviews in
a year, representing an estimated 2,283,000 telephone interviews. It can be estimated that this
was at least 75 percent of all commercial telephone interviews carried out in 2002/03.
The five percent significance level was used throughout this paper in assessing statistical
significance.
Results
Managing Interviewers
In terms of recruitment, the results indicated that “Friendly”, “Confident” and “Professional”
sounding individuals were most likely to be hired as interviewers (See Table 1). The
importance of these qualities was reiterated during training, according to these field managers.
The widespread use of Liking appeals by market research companies was reflected in their
interviewer selection and training practices. For instance, friendly sounding interviewers were
preferred (93 percent) and “smiling down the phone”, which conveys friendliness was also
widely encouraged (69 percent), confirming Bednall and Hall’s (2004) findings. It was
evident that these interviewers were believed to be more likely to convert potential refusals
into interviews and to gain better co-operation when appointments needed to be made.
Managers also said they looked for applicants who spoke well and expressed themselves
clearly (89 percent and 80 percent); confirming the importance of speaking skills (Oksenberg
et al, 1986). Initial training reportedly covered a far broader range of issues than did
subsequent survey performance feedback. This suggested that on the job learning, rather than
feedback, was the way many interviewers became more proficient. Some 70 percent of
managers claimed they trained interviewers to adjust their approach to respondents,
suggesting that a degree of Tailoring was encouraged. However an even stronger focus was
on following the survey verbatim (78 percent). Thus tailoring may be limited to the manner
in which the interviewer speaks, not to the script used.
Table 1: Interviewer Training, Briefing and Feedback
(n=54)
Recruiting/
Screening
%
 Initial
training
%
Given as
feedback
%
Sounding friendly 92.6 72.2 53.7
Sounding confident 94.4 75.9 55.6
Sounding clear over the phone 88.9 70.4 55.6
Sounding comprehensible 66.7 63.0 48.1
Clear expression 79.6 61.1 44.4
Sounding courteous 85.2 70.4 59.3
Showing respect 75.9 74.1 51.9
Sounding professional 92.6 75.9 61.1
Showing interest in the survey 59.3 35.2
Referring by first name 20.4 22.2
Being assertive 42.6 37.0
Maintaining an up beat tone of voice 64.8 42.6
Converting refusals such as ‘I’m busy’ into callbacks 72.2 55.6
Getting through the intro at a reasonable speed. 59.3 40.7
Emphasising that call is not telemarketing 64.8 24.1
Defining callbacks as hard appointment and setting a time 61.1 42.6
Probing respondents for information 75.9 61.1
Maintaining a high attention to detail 77.8 57.4
Interviewers matching tone of voice and manner of
speaking to the survey subject.
48.1 29.6
Smiling down the phone 68.5 38.9
Following the survey word for word 77.8 57.4
Interviewers adjusting their approach to the respondent 70.4 44.4
The Prosocialness appeal was likely to be used by 59 percent of respondents (see Table 2),
with larger companies (those conducting more than 15,000 interviews a year) more likely to
use it (_2 (1) = 5.840). This was perhaps because larger companies are more likely to conduct
large-scale fieldwork research for government and social agencies, which might indeed have
social consequences. Reciprocation appeals based on the use of a prenotification letter was
reported by 62 percent as very or somewhat likely. Prenotification is limited to studies where
respondent details are known in advance. Thus the result probably reflected the desirability of
using this approach, rather than actual practice. Authority appeals (74 percent) were even
more likely.  Emphasising that the research is collected on behalf of an authority is assumed
to increase co-operation because individuals comply more readily with requests from
authority (Cialdini, 2001) and a powerful sponsor adds credibility.
Table 2: Use of Compliance Principles and Incentives
Principle Very
Likely
%
Somewhat likely
%
Somewhat
unlikely
%
Very unlikely/
Never
%
Authority(n=54) 46.3 27.8 7.4 18.5
Reciprocation (n=52) 17.3 44.2 19.2 19.2
Prosocialness (n=54) 24.1 35.2 25.9 14.8
Helping(n=54) 9.3 29.6 31.5 29.6
Consistency n=53 13.2 13.2 32.1 41.5
Scarcity(n=53) 0 24.5 22.6 52.8
Social Proof (n=53) 1.9 22.6 35.8 39.6
Commitment (n=53) 0 0 1.9 98.1
The use of Consistency and Commitment appeals in telephone surveys was overwhelmingly
out of favour with the respondents. This was largely due to the fact that these principles
involve a breach of the AMSRS (2004) Code of Professional Behaviour, which states that
respondents should not be misled in any way when asked to complete a survey. The majority
of field managers, 75 percent, were very or somewhat unlikely to use a Scarcity appeal in
telephone surveys. This lack of popularity may be due to the fact that this appeal was
common among telemarketers who often emphasise how rare their deals are (Cialdini, 2001)
and the Australian market research industry is aiming to distance itself from telemarketing.
The principle of Social Validation fared slightly worse than Scarcity with only, 23 percent of
respondents indicating a lukewarm preference for it. This may be due to the fact that a
legitimate use of Social Validation will be limited to surveys where respondents had indeed
enjoyed the questionnaire.
Rewarding interviewers for good performance was a common practice in Australian telephone
research. The most used reward was a “consistent offer of more work” (89percent).
Consistency of work was likely to be attractive for interviewers because they are guaranteed a
continuity of income despite the fluctuations in demand for interviewer time common in
market research. The next most popular rewards were “higher rates of pay” (50 percent) and
“cash bonuses”(26 percent). These types of rewards may have been less popular because of
cost or because they could encourage interviewers to cheat (e.g. skipping questions to shorten
interviews).
Controlling the Survey Design
The use of incentives in consumer and business surveys was not common in Australian
telephone research with incentives offered in less than five percent of consumer surveys and
15 percent of business surveys. The discrepancy between the two types was most likely due to
the fact that when individuals are interviewed in a professional capacity (such as doctors) they
may expect to be recompensed for the income sacrificed. Clients are likely to want to keep
costs low, excluding incentives in most surveys. Although 68 percent of field managers said
they were likely to suggest that clients use incentives, it would seem that this advice largely
went unheeded. The data gathered indicated that managers believe that incentives should be
more commonplace, and that the pressure to keep costs down is having a negative effect on
data quality.
In terms of survey length, 87 percent of respondents said they were likely to encourage clients
to keep surveys short (see Table 3). Some 91 percent of respondents indicated that they use
their own expertise to give feedback to the client on surveys and questionnaires and the vast
majority, 96 percent, say they work with clients to improve introductions that have not
performed well. Similarly, a high percentage of respondents, 91 percent, said they were either
very or somewhat likely to gather feedback from interviewers about how the survey is
performing to pass back to the client. While these results may give a favourable impression
about how well telephone surveys are managed, the results may belie reality. Additional
comments provided in the questionnaire showed that managers were frustrated by having to
field very lengthy surveys. It is assumed that this practice is driven by the low marginal costs
of including additional survey questions, leading some clients to pack their surveys with extra
items.
Table 3: Management of Interview Length and Introduction Writing
Practice Very
Likely%
Some-what
likely %
Some-what
unlikely%
Very
unlikely/
Never %
Encourage clients to keep survey as short as
possible when it is unlikely that respondents
will have a personal interest in the survey
(n=54)
61.1 25.9 5.6 7.4
Gather interviewer feedback about how the
survey is going in field to pass to client
(n=54)
68.5 22.2 7.4 1.9
Work with clients on changing the intro if it is
putting respondents off from co-operating.
(n=53)
84.9 13.2 0.0 1.9
Use your expertise to give feedback to the
client on questionnaires and introductions that
you feel will not perform well in field. (n=54)
90.7 9.3 0.0 0.0
Recommend to client that due to nature of
survey a reward for respondents may be
necessary to increase co-operation (n=54).
35.8 32.1 15.1 17.0
Conclusions
This study described the extent to which co-operation boosting techniques are used or
supported by the Australian industry. This research highlighted the practical difficulties of
implementing the co-operation inducing strategies advocated in the literature. The reasons
behind this include regulatory considerations and client pressures on project budgets,
suggesting a lack of co-operation between field and research departments. Further study in
this area is warranted. The lack of relationship between level of survey activity and use of
appeals, except for Pro-socialness, suggests that most companies face similar management
issues, irrespective of size. Larger samples, perhaps in markets beyond Australia, would be
required to test this further. In addition, the survey reported policies (such as encouraging
clients to use incentives) which they may be unable to implement in practice. Case by case
analysis of actual reporting behaviour is needed to explore the policy-practice gap.
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